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The European Union is seeking to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions 
as the UK proposes legislation to secure its reductions, writes Nigel 
Williams.
Europe moves on carbon emissionsFaced with the latest predictions 
of the effects of climate change, 
the European Union has agreed 
to a fresh cut in carbon dioxide 
emissions of 20 per cent and to 
press for a global reduction of  
30 per cent.
Environment ministers 
dismissed calls to water down EU 
objectives and approved a binding 
set of new targets to be fulfilled 
by 2020, covering the period after 
the expiry of the Kyoto protocol 
in 2012. Cuts of 20 per cent on 
1990 levels will be implemented 
unilaterally by the EU, but that 
figure will rise to 30 per cent if it 
can be agreed internationally.
Although Poland and Hungary 
had voiced concerns ahead of the 
meeting, neither country blocked a 
deal. However, the details remain 
to be worked out and European 
countries will now negotiate a 
‘burden sharing’ regime. This will 
allow the less-developed eastern 
European countries to catch up 
economically, while their wealthier 
counterparts compensate by 
cutting emissions more than the 
average figure.
The accord was hailed an 
‘historic decision’ by Sigmar 
Gabriel, the environment minister 
of Germany, which currently holds 
the EU presidency and chaired 
the discussions. He said targets 
could be differentiated depending 
on “the economic situation in the 
country”. Germany could, he said, 
attain a 40 per cent cut in carbon 
dioxide emissions to help bring 
average reductions down.
In a key concession, some of 
the EU’s newer members can use 
different starting points for their 
calculations. This would permit 
them to take advantage of the 
drop in carbon dioxide arising 
from the disappearance of heavy 
industry following the collapse of 
Communism.
Poland, which is allowed to 
calculate emission reductions from 1988, says between then and 
2004 emissions dropped by 31.6 
per cent, making the new post-
2012 targets easily attainable. 
Slovenia will be allowed to use 
1986 as a base date, while 
Hungary can calculate emissions 
from a baseline date of 1985–87.Turn down: The EU is planning to reduce carbon emissions and will work harder if 
other countries also agree to reductions. (Photo: Ralph Orlowski/Getty Images News.)Environmental groups gave 
the deal a mixed reaction, 
welcoming the fact that targets 
will be binding but calling on EU 
countries to implement the 30 
per cent reduction irrespective 
of what other nations around the 
world agree.
Mahi Sideridou of Greenpeace 
said: “We happily welcome the 30 
per cent emission cut proposed 
for the EU and for developed 
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The ecosystem in the seas around 
Antarctica is one of the least 
known and most substantial on 
the planet because of a thick 
cover of ice for the past few 
millennia. But the collapse of some 
of these ice sheets has given 
researchers a rare opportunity for 
access, and they recently revealed 
that they had found a thriving 
underwater world that is being 
transformed by a warming climate.
As well as new species, the 
Census of Marine Antarctic 
Life (CMAL) project found more 
common ones that were able to 
survive in the Antarctic because 
the temperature of the sea 
is rising. Minke whales were 
discovered in large numbers.
The scientists also spotted a 
rare beaked whale off the coast 
of Elephant Island — the famous 
refuge of Ernest Shackleton’s 
21- man crew after a doomed 
attempt to cross Antarctica in 1916.
Parts of the sea here were 
uncovered for the first time 
in recorded history when the 
Larsen A and B ice shelves 
collapsed, twelve and five years 
ago respectively, due to the 
higher temperatures linked to 
human-induced climate change. 
Researchers said the new survey 
will help to predict what will 
happen to biodiversity as the 
world warms up.
Julian Gutt, a marine ecologist 
at the Alfred Wegener Institute 
for Polar and Marine Research, 
who led the expedition, said the 
area under the Larsen ice shelf 
was the least-known ecosystem 
on Earth. “So far, we did not have 
access to such areas, with the few 
exceptions of drill holes or cracks 
where people could deploy some 
remote video cameras.”
The break-up of the Larsen 
ice shelves opened up a pristine 
area of sea floor the size of 
Jamaica — a habitat that has been 
A new study has found new 
species and rapid changes in the 
environment following the fracture 
of major Antarctic ice sheets. 
Nigel Williams reports.
Antarctic life 
changescountries for 2020. Ministers have 
listened to the science and made 
a leap forward in addressing the 
climate crisis. But to then suggest 
a meagre 20 per cent unilateral 
EU emissions cut, while admitting 
this is inadequate and that a 
30 per cent cut will be necessary, 
is a bizarre discrepancy.”
David Milliband, the UK’s 
environment minister, said: “The 
unilateral commitment to cut EU 
greenhouse gas emissions by 
20 per cent by 2020 — the first of 
its kind — shows we’re willing to 
take concrete action on an issue 
that citizens care about.”
“Action in the EU alone is not 
enough. Our commitment to a 30 
per cent cut in emissions as part 
of a global agreement strengthens 
the EU’s ability to lead the debate 
at the G8 and UN climate change 
talks and to secure an ambitious 
outcome.”
And the British government last 
month became the first to commit 
itself further to legally binding 
reductions in carbon dioxide 
emissions but is likely to come 
under pressure for even greater 
cuts as the bill goes through 
parliament.
In the draft bill, ministers 
promised to place into law their 
commitment to cut emissions by 
60 per cent by 2050. But even 
the government’s critics gave the 
bill a broad welcome. Hailing an 
“historic day”, Tony Blair said: 
“this is a revolutionary step in 
confronting the threat of climate 
change. It sets an example to 
the rest of the world but, as 
important as anything else, it 
listens and responds to the 
strong desire on the part of the 
Turn up: The British prime minister, Tony 
Blair, announced the country’s new plans 
to tackle climate change. (Photo: Crown 
copyright.)British people to take the lead 
and to keep it.”
The bill also sets an interim 
target of reducing emissions by 
between 26 and 32 per cent by 
2020. Legally binding five-year 
‘carbon budgets’ will be fixed for 
15 years ahead to help keep on 
course.
The draft bill marks a victory 
for pressure groups who have 
fought a long campaign for 
legally binding targets. Tony 
Juniper, director of Friends of the 
Earth, said: “We are delighted 
the government has recognised 
the need for a new law to tackle 
climate change. But the draft bill 
must be strengthened if the UK is 
to set a global example. It must 
include bigger cuts in carbon 
dioxide emissions and make all 
future governments accountable 
for their role in delivering these 
cuts.”
Peter Ainsworth, the shadow 
environment secretary, welcomed 
the measures but said that 
the Tories’ policy review might 
conclude that an 80 per cent cut 
was needed. “There are areas 
where the bill needs toughening 
up,” he said.
Chris Huhne, the environment 
spokesperson for the Liberal 
Democrats, said: “The science 
is suggesting that we have to go 
higher than 60 per cent, probably 
around 80 per cent.” He criticised 
the delay in introducing a full bill 
rather than a draft.
Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
governor of California, hailed 
Blair as an ‘action hero’ for 
inspiring him to introduce a law 
committing California to an 80 per 
cent reduction in carbon dioxide 
emissions by 2050.
The British plan is that the 
new system of five-year ‘carbon 
budgets’ will be outlined in 
limits set 15 years in advance 
to help business planning. It is 
proposed that courts will be given 
powers to ‘name and shame’ 
ministers if targets are missed. 
An independent committee on 
climate change will be established 
to advise on progress towards 
hitting emission targets. The 
committee will also make an 
annual report to parliament on 
progress towards achieving 
emission targets.
